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Dunn: Wish You Were Here: A Photo Essay

“WISH YOU WERE HERE”: A Photo Essay
by Hampton Dunn

I am a deltiologist. So are thousands of other Floridians. And possibly a million or more other
Americans. If deltiology sounds like Greek to you – it is! It comes from the Greek deltion –
meaning small picture – and logos – meaning knowledge of the subject.1 The word is not even in
the dictionary, yet. But if this species continues to proliferate it will surely be properly
recognized by Mr. Webster one of these days. In England the word Cardiology will have the
same meaning as Deltiology.2 What it is, is Postcard collecting.
I did not become a deltiologist just to have a hobby, or even just to collect old postcards. As an
author of a dozen books on Florida historical subjects, I was challenged three or four years ago to
put together a Florida history featuring antique postcard views, along with a commentary on each
scene. The challengers were Jay Dobkin, head of the Special Collections Department of the
University of South Florida Library, and my old newspaper “buddy,” Lucy O'Brien, who runs an
antique shop in historic Ybor Square and specializes in stocking old postcards. [Ed. note: See her
story on page 50]
An exponent of pictorial history, I believe that it is the quickest and most effective way to
record and project olden times “the way it was.” Having written millions of words as a
newspaper reporter, free lance writer, editor and lecturer, I acknowledge that pictures may be
drawn by words, “picturesque language” so to speak; but visual aids and illustrations are the best
way to take your audience to early sights and scenes. A vivid picture really is worth a thousand
words!
Sure you can describe a Victorian mansion as a large, three-story structure with lots of
gingerbread carpentry, dormer windows, wooden shingled roof, and all that; however, does not a
photo tell it better? How about a description of Main Street – the frame stores, the brick post
office, horses and wagons on the streets, kids riding bikes, ladies in their long dresses and big
hats. Does not a photo tell it better?
I admire the itinerant photographers who went from village to village and from city to city in
the early part of this century and shot a few scenes – the post office, churches, main street,
schoolhouses, beaches, trolley cars, landmark structures – and then had them printed up on
postcards. They contributed tremendously to the treasure trove of history. Natives bought the
cards and mailed them to their friends and relatives where postcard collectors grabbed them,
tucked them away in albums and put the albums on coffee tables as conversation pieces. Most
small towns had no local photographers. Thus, these traveling cameramen did a great thing in
recording the early scenes and passing them along as a heritage of the times.
This collector bugged his friends and relatives to dig through their attics for old postcards,
stalked antique shops, flea markets, second hand book stores for cards, and was on the lookout
on his frequent out-of-state trips for these “goodies.” When the collection reached some 3,000
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items, in 1981 I published a book entitled “Wish You Were Here”: A Grand Tour of Early
Florida Via Old Post Cards” (Byron Kennedy & Co., P.O. Box 10937, St. Petersburg, FL 33733
$19.95). There are scenes from each of the state’s sixty-seven counties, and it contains some full
color reproductions of several of the old postcards on the book jacket. The title, of course, is the
most frequent message written on postcards, dating back to the earliest days around the turn of
the century. A postcard manufacturer researched it and determined that this was indeed the most
popular note on cards.3
The advent of postcards coincides closely with the influx of tourists coming to Florida in the
1890s and the years since. This popular pastime, mailing cards to the folks back home by the
visitors, did much to publicize Florida as a paradise and continues to do so today.
The following cards are from my personal collection and display scenes from the fifteen
county area of Tampa Bay History.
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Court Houses long have been a favorite subject for postcard scenes. Here is a neat view of the
Charlotte County Court House at Punta Gorda. The card was mailed in 1944, during World
War II. This card was sent to a lady and her daughter in Fountain City, Tenn., with this
message: “You both should be here. Plenty of ‘old folks’ . . . and ‘oodles’ of Army, Navy &
Marine flyers for Betty. See why I’m having a good time?”

This was a handsome high school building for Punta Gorda, considering this card was mailed in
1913. It appears to be constructed of sturdy stone and must have served several generations of
Charlotte County students.
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Even commercial property in Naples has that handsome, tropical look as evidenced by this
postcard showing off the Beachcomber motel. The caption on the back noted it had “sixty units,
air conditioned, heated, soundproofed, bedrooms, efficiencies, suites, daily maid service,
bellboys, individual telephones, beautifully landscaped patios, a cabana club, seven miles of
public beach, and all sports.”

One of Arcadia’s oldest hotels was the Arcadia House, built before 1901. The original wooden
Arcadia House, shown in this 1908 postcard, has been torn down, but a later brick Arcadia
House Annex is still in use as a rooming house.
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For many decades, the Sunny South Farms has been a prosperous agricultural development in
DeSoto County at Fort Ogden. The homestead of the Russell family still stands and is a
landmark.

Truly a distinctive landmark in Wauchula is the First Baptist Church at the corner of Sixth
Avenue and Main Street, seen in this postcard mailed in 1957. The church was organized by
Parson John Hendry in 1876. On the night of the Normandy invasion during World War II, the
bells of the church began to toll about eleven o’clock in the evening and prayers were said in the
sanctuary for boys taking part in the landing.
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This postcard shows the giant raw sugar house of the United States Sugar Corporation at
Clewiston. Its caption states that it is capable of producing a million pounds of raw sugar a day.
From sugar cane to sugar crystals requires about eighteen hours of processing.

Writing from the Clewiston Inn in 1947, the correspondent who mailed this card reported: “We
are enjoying lunch in the Everglades Room – a haven completely away from the wilderness
we’ve been driving so many miles through.” The white-columned Inn still is well known for its
southern hospitality and Old South cuisine. It is owned by the U.S. Sugar Corporation.
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It is now a retreat for the University of South Florida students, faculty and staff, but originally
this was the Chinsegut Hill Sanctuary on U.S. 41 north of Brooksville. It was the mansion on the
hill owned by Colonel Raymond Robbins, wealthy gold miner who struck it rich in the Alaska
gold rush. During World War I, he was an American Red Cross official in Russia.

When the Tangerine Hotel was erected as a Mediterranean-style building in 1928, it was located
smack on U.S. 41. But a few years later they rerouted this main highway through another
section of Brooksville. Originally, the hotel was painted a bright tangerine and was named The
Tangerine Hotel, thus saluting one of the top products of this citrus-producing area.
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A landmark in Sebring since the beginning of the Florida real estate boom in the 1920s has been
the Kenilworth Lodge. The Sebring family, who developed this community, invested heavily in
the Kenilworth, the Nancesowee and other mid-town buildings and had not sold them when the
boom collapsed.

The main business section of attractive Avon Park is featured in this postcard. A well-landscaped mall separates the main street. Predominant among the trees is the jacaranda, and
Avon Park is known as “The Jacaranda City.”
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This card, issued earlier than 1908, shows Tampa’s Franklin St. looking north from Lafayette
St. (now Kennedy Blvd.) at the Court House Square. Note several means of transportation – an
open air streetcar, horse and wagon, newspaper boys pushing a cart loaded with newspapers.

The “old” Tampa Yacht and Country Club was “new” when this postcard view of it was mailed
in 1908. The caption on back noted: “The Yacht and Country Club at Tampa is picturesquely
located on the Bay, accessible by boat or trolley, and is a source of much pleasure to its
members. The building was erected in 1905 at a cost of $7,000, and is of wood and concrete
foundation.” This structure was burned and replaced by a handsome, modern building still
being used.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1982

9

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 4 [1982], Iss. 1, Art. 5

Established at the little community of Palmdale on U.S. 27 is a unique Florida “institution”.
Tom Gaskins and his Cypress Knee Museum. Since 1934, Gaskins has been collecting rare
cypress knees, has developed an unusual museum, and makes many items from them to sell. He
also built a 2,000-foot catwalk through the cypress woods surrounding the place.

Some of the earliest flood control work done in South Florida was around big Lake Okeechobee.
This postcard, mailed from Moore Haven in 1926, shows the canal locks at that town. The
correspondent who mailed the card to a friend in Battle Creek, Michigan, noted she had
“motored” three hundred miles that day to the Lake. The writer said she was staying at the
hotel shown in the photo.
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Local historian Marian Godown wrote that when the “ultra modern” Fort Myers Hotel held its
gala grand opening in January, 1898, it was the biggest social shindig in the town’s
thirteen-year-old history. Built by “Merchant Prince” Hugh O’Neill, the wooden structure on
the Caloosahatchee River rambled over a block on First Street between Fowler and Lee Streets.
Before it was sold to Mrs. Tootie McGregor Terry in 1907, the fifty-room hotel had been
changed to the Royal Palm Hotel. It was torn down in 1947.

From its earliest times, Fort Myers has been a city of handsome homes. And some, such as the
Winter residence of D.A.G. Floweree, were featured on postcards. This card was mailed in 1908
by a member of the family.
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Bradenton got in on the recreational vehicle craze in its very earliest days during the Florida
real estate boom of the 1920s. The city built a municipal trailer park along busy U.S. 41, and it
continues to operate today. The postcard caption noted that “Nature and Men have worked
wonders in making Bradenton Trailer Park easily the most attractive large Park in the World!”
It noted that the facility was “convenient to shopping, parks, beaches, schools, churches,
theatres, points of interest and tourist activities.” What else could a visitor want?

For years “the” place in Bradenton was the Hotel Dixie Grande on U.S. 41. The building was
dynamited to destruction one day in August 1974 to make way for a modern bank building. The
hostelry started as a community project to accommodate tourists during the wild real estate
boom of the mid-1920s. Many famed guests have registered here, persons such as baseball’s
Dizzy Dean, singer and President’s daughter Margaret Truman, Florida Governor, LeRoy
Collins and legions of others.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol4/iss1/5

12

Dunn: Wish You Were Here: A Photo Essay

The gracious old Hotel Edwinola has been a landmark at Dade City since 1912. The three-story
rambling structure was erected by Edwin J. Gasque, a French Huguenot descendant from
Charleston. He combined his name with that of his wife Lola to coin the attractive name
Edwinola. It was a fashionable hotel for decades. In recent years, however, it has had its ups
and downs and ins and outs. For awhile it was the campus of the Florida East Coast University.
Presently it has been renovated and a country-style restaurant operates there.

They called U.S. 19 the New Gulf Coast Scenic Highway when this postcard was issued. But
today, sad to relate, U.S. 19 is a crowded, over loaded throughfare laden with traffic hazards
and cars traveling on it carrying bumper stickers that read: “Pray For Me, I Drive on U.S. 19.”
This shows the bridge across the Cotee River at New Port Richey.
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The “tin lizzies” brought visitors to Pass-A-Grille Beach in Pinellas County by the carloads
during the boom days. This is a view from the popular Pass-a-Grille Beach Casino looking
towards Boca Ceiga Bay. Notice the jitney buses in center of photo which provided “mass
transit” to the popular spot.

“Oh , You Green Benchers” sighs this interesting postcard, referring to the “landmark” that
made St. Petersburg famous as a toourist resort. The correspondent who sent the card wrote,
“This is typical of St. Petersburg. Old and young sit here in the sun. Lots of ‘matches’ made. It
is fun to walk by.” The card’s caption noted: “Started a scant twenty-five years ago, St.
Petersburg’s Green Beaches, which line the sidewalks of the street, now have international
fame. There are 5,000 benches on the streets with a seating capacity of 25,000, and, on any
sunshiny winter afternoon, one may find them filled with winter visitors enjoying the spring-like
weather.”
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For years, sponging was the leading industry of the Greek-American community of Tarpon
Springs. This post card shows the busy Sponge Exchange on the docks during its heyday. Some
of the large fleet of sponge boats are seen in the background. The Exchange went out of business
and much of the property was sold recently.

A local stock company was formed in 1902 to build the Oaks Hotel at Bartow. It was completed
in 1907. After remodeling in the early 1920s, it became the New Oaks Hotel – a name it retained
until it was torn down in 1973. All this according to Louise K. Frisbie in her book, Florida’s
Fabled Inns.
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In the early days any town that was any town at all had a brass band which gave concerts in the
city park. And that is exactly what is going on here in the city park at Winter Haven.

The correct name of the body of water is Lake Parker, as listed on this postcard from Lakeland.
But when you consider the loving couple on the log beside the boat, would not “Lake Pucker” be
a better title? Lakeland’s name is no misnomer. It is blessed with ten major lakes and several
lesser ones.
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The old Venice Hotel had been converted into winter quarters for the Kentucky Military
Institute when this postcard was issued. The cadets first started coming to Venice in 1933. KMI
closed out its Venice operation in 1970.

Here is another one of those scenic postcards published as a promotional piece by the Illinois
Central System railroad. It shows a view of the fabulous Potter Palmer Estate. The showplace
was at Osprey and the homeplace was called “The Oaks.” The decision to come to the Sarasota
area was that of Mrs. Palmer, wife of the Chicago financier and developer.
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1

Lita Solis-Cohen, The Miami Herald, May 27, 1980.

2

D. Lynette Wilson, The Maple City Post Card Club Bulletin, November-December 1981 Issue.

3

San Francisco Chronicle, reprinted in The Sun Dial bulletin of the Sunshine Post Card Club, November-December
1981 issue.
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